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 Thematic Analysis of Social Issues in Ten Young Adult Novels 
 
Brittany Sale 




The purpose of this study was to complete a thematic analysis on ten randomly selected young adult novels 
published in the year 2018. Novels were selected based on the criteria of (1) being published in the year 2018, (2) 
age-appropriate for middle and high school students, (3) written in English and (4) not being a part of a series. The 
novels were published in the United States or Canada. The thematic analysis was conducted to determine recurring 
social issues presented in the novels that are affecting young adults. The novels examined in this study are: What If 
It’s Us, Swing, Unclaimed Baggage, When Elephants Fly, Meet the Sky, The Chaos of Now, A Very Large Expanse 
of Sea, Broken Things, Words We Don’t Say, and Sadie. This study suggested how to integrate the novels in a 
middle or high school setting and whether the novels could be used in a lesson or should be housed in a school 
library. Each novel was read, analyzed for themes, and categorized to determine main themes of the text. Every 
novel dealt with a different social issue including: addiction, death, loss, friendship, and school.  
 
Keywords: Thematic analysis, social issues, young adult novels, Common Core standards 
 
Today’s adolescents are affected by daily stressors 
such as school, family, friends, and relationships 
(Short, Lynch-Brown, & Tomlinson, 2018). But 
some of them are dealing with more serious issues 
of mental health, sexuality struggles, loss or death, 
suicide or other traumatic ordeals (CDC, 2017). 
Adolescents struggle to cope with stressors and 
seek comfort and understanding from someone or 
something that helps them make sense of the 
situations they face. One way teens can cope with 
their stressors is by connecting with a character in 
an adolescent novel facing the same challenges. 
The adolescent novels that are being published 
shed some light on teen life and demonstrate how 
characters deal with their daily struggles. 
Characters in adolescent fiction are able to live out 
the lives of today’s adolescents and give readers 
hope that they are not alone.  
 Adolescent novels may bring comfort to 
young adults and allow them to express bottled-up 
emotions with characters experiencing similar 
problems (Larson & Hoover, 2012). The novels 
become a sounding board and a way to connect 
with others and help them cope or speak out about 
their stressors (Johnson, Koss, & Martinez, 2017). 
Literacy educators can use adolescent novels in the 
classroom to aid students in their journey through 
life struggles. Educators will be able to incorporate 
young adult novels into their classroom libraries, 
read alouds, or unit lessons. Realistic fiction 
provides young adults with characters who are 
experiencing significant life changes (Short, 
Lynch-Brown, & Tomlinson, 2018). “Children 
need to share their personal connections and 
discuss the issues they find significant within a 
particular book and then revisit that book to 
consider the ways in which the author has 
developed intriguing characters” (Short, Lynch-
Brown, & Tomlinson, 2018, p. 123). 
 Young adults connect better with a 
character that is going through a relatable 
circumstance. Authors who develop relatable 
characters create a trusting relationship between 
the reader and the character. After seeing how a 
character reacts to a difficult life situation, a reader 
may be more comfortable discussing what is 
bothering them. Young adults are capable of 
handling real-world problems presented in 
adolescent novels (Groenke, Maples, & 
Henderson, 2010).  Adolescents may know peers 
who are struggling with life events such as 
bullying, suicide, mental health, and sexuality. 
Peers play a vital role in supporting other teens 
with daily stressors (Crawford & Calabria, 2018). 
There are a number of social issues that are 
addressed in adolescent literature that may be 
experienced by today’s teenagers.   
Bullying 
 Adolescent peers can be the victim of 
bullying or cyber bullying. According to the 
Center for Disease Control (CDC), bullying has 
been reported by approximately 20% of high 
school students between 2007-2017. Additionally, 
in 2017, the CDC reported 14.9% of teens were 
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bullied online. Adults such as literacy teachers can 
be the first line of defense to stop bullying or cyber 
bullying. Literacy teachers have the power to 
incorporate young adult novels that address 
bullying in the classroom which may spark 
conversation and create safe environments for 
students to share resources or connections (Pytash, 
Morgan, & Batchelor, 2013). Bullying is not the 
only issue that can be addressed in the classroom 
however.  
Suicide and LGBTQ 
Suicide is another issue adolescents are 
facing (Fisher, 2005). Novels including suicide 
may support students in healing from the loss of a 
friend to suicide or help them deal with their own 
suicidal thoughts (Mauk, 2011). Suicide 
prevention can begin in the classroom by exposing 
students to novels that address this issue. The CDC 
reported an increase in teen suicides from 14.5% in 
2007 to 17.2% in 2017. Young adults commit 
suicide for many reasons, but suicides have 
increased for adolescents who are in the LGBTQ 
community (Bittner, 2012). In 2017, 47.7% of 
lesbian, gay, or bisexual adolescents have 
contemplated suicide (CDC, 2017). A partial 
explanation may be that young adults do not feel 
supported in their life choice decisions or are 
confused about their sexuality. LGBTQ novels are 
challenging to bring into a classroom setting 
because of their controversial nature. These novels 
may be considered taboo in school, and some 
teachers might avoid using these types of texts in a 
lesson. This may make members of the LGBTQ 
community feel more isolated and feel that their 
only choice is to live a lonely life (Clark & 
Blackburn, 2016).  
Mental Health 
Mental health can also be a stressor for 
young adolescents and another reason a teenager 
may contemplate suicide. According to the CDC, 
90% of suicide deaths are due to an underlying 
mental health illness. Young adults ages 13-18 
have a 20% chance of developing a mental health 
condition (CDC, 2017). With one in five young 
adolescents developing a mental health disease 
(CDC, 2017), young adult authors have become 
vigilant in creating positive portrayals of mental 
health issues (Short, Lynch-Brown, & Tomlinson, 
2018). This in turn helps adolescents connect to 
characters in novels and gain an understanding of 
someone with a mental health condition.  With a 
significant portion of teens struggling with a 
mental condition today, acquiring an 
understanding of people with mental illness can be 
created through literacy. Educators can use these 
types of novels to allow students to feel empathy, 
patience, and acceptance. 
Literacy educators can aid students in 
finding novels that will help them connect to 
characters facing the same challenges they are 
facing. Adolescents may feel alone in their daily 
challenges and need comfort in knowing they are 
not alone. Young adult novels are one solution to 
helping adolescents deal with daily struggles. 
Young adult novels offer guidance and peace 
through difficult times. The purpose of this study 
was to identify social themes in adolescent 
literature and to provide literacy educators with 
resources to tackle tough topics in the classroom. 
Educators will be able to connect Common Core 
standards with current adolescent novels to provide 
students with background and connections to 
social issues they may be facing.  
Methods 
This study was a thematic analysis of ten 
young adult novels. The selection criteria included 
(1) written in English (2) novels published in 2018, 
(3) novels focused on age-appropriate middle or 
high school students, and (4) novels not part of a 
series. Books that met all the inclusion categories 
were listed and the first ten on the list were 
selected for the inclusion in this study.  The novels 
selected included: What If It’s Us, Swing, 
Unclaimed Baggage, When Elephants Fly, Meet 
the Sky, The Chaos of Now, A Very Large Expanse 
of Sea, Broken Things, Words We Don’t Say, and 
Sadie.  
The researcher read each novel and then 
went back through the book and identified social 
issues using in vivo or inductive codes (Creswell, 
2013).  All codes from the novels were identified 
and counted using a spreadsheet application.  
Codes were grouped and then collapsed; starting at 
one and ending at twenty-six. Social issues were 
detected based on situations the characters of the 
novel experienced. Themes were coded in the 
novel based on major incidents of that theme. For 
example: in Unclaimed Baggage, the theme 
addiction (alcohol) was not coded every time 
alcohol was mentioned, but at incidents in which 
Grant abuses alcohol. Themes were declared a 
major theme in the novel if they occurred more 
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than ten times in a novel or if they were the most 
prevalent themes in a novel. The themes that were 
identified in this study included: love, loss/death, 
friendship, school, family, LGBTQ, sports, 
addiction, mental health, accidents, fear/danger, 
bullying (cyber), racism, and murder. 
Results and Discussion 
 The results of this study are based on the 
themes presented in each of the novels. Each novel 
dealt with the themes of: love, loss/death, 
friendship, school, and family. These themes were 
present in each novel and were themes that 
occurred throughout the text or in parts of the text. 
The theme of family discussed as being a positive 
or negative situation for the character was 
common. The love theme was discussed as love 
for a companion, family, or friends. The theme of 
school is evident because all of the characters are 
young adults in either middle or high school. 
Friendship plays a huge role in most of the texts 
because the friends are supportive of the characters 
actions or their situation. Loss/death is evident in 
the novels because each character expresses a loss 
or a death of someone they loved. In most books, 
loss was the result of losing a friend, loved one, or 
situation due to circumstances of a social issue.  
 In Table 1, the book titles are organized 
alphabetically by author's last name. The table 
provides a description of each novel, major and 
minor themes discussed. Major themes are topics 
presented multiple times throughout the text. 
Whereas, the minor themes are topics that 
contribute to the plot of the novel, but are not as 
prevalent as the major themes. Some of the minor 
themes may contribute to a major theme, but 
lacked evidence to include as a major theme.  
 Each of these themes relate to young 
adults and may help them understand the situations 
they are in. The novels individually would be a 
wonderful addition to a young adult classroom. 
Most of the novels deal with sensitive topics and 
would need to be used cautiously in classrooms. In 
Table 2, the novels are presented in alphabetical 
order according to author’s last name. The grade 
level of the novels and suggested uses are in the 
left hand column. One grade level was picked 
based on the content of the novel to incorporate the 
Common Core State Standards (CCSS).  In the 
right hand column are the CCSS for literature and 
the standards most prevalent to the novel were 
chosen. A majority of the novels can be used in 
multiple grade levels and CCSS. Each novel can 
be used to increase students’ independent reading 
and proficiency. Table 2 was written to provide 
easy incorporation of CCSS into a middle or high 
school classroom.  
This study does have some limitations. 
The study was conducted using ten young adult 
novels published in 2018. The results might vary 
using more novels to determine other themes and 
themes that occurred more often. More novels 
might show certain themes as more significant. 
This study also did not use any novels that were a 
part of series thus changing the results as well.
 Another limitation would be a different 
researcher may find different codes or find 
different social issues occurring in the novels. 
Other researchers may also determine the 
importance of a major and a minor theme in a 
different way. Had the researcher has a co-
investigator; she could have compare codes and 
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Table 1.  
Book Descriptions and Themes 
 
Book Title Description Themes 
What If It’s Us by Becky 
Albertalli & Adam Silvera 
Ben has recently broken up with his boyfriend, Hudson. On his way to mail his break-
up box, containing his ex boyfriends’ stuff, Ben meets Arthur. Arthur is in New York 
City for the summer, interning at his mom’s law firm. Their meet sends them on a 
whirlwind summer romance. The romance is filled with ups and downs, but the 









Swing by Kwame 
Alexander with Mary 
Rand Hess 
Walt and Noah have been best friends for years and are searching for popularity at 
school. Walt is determined that he and Noah are going to make the school’s baseball 
team, find love, and discover the positive influence of jazz. While the boys are waiting 
for cool to find them, someone in town has been leaving American Flags everywhere. 
The town begins to wonder if a terrorist attack is imminent and what the meaning 











Unclaimed Baggage by 
Jen Doll 
Unclaimed Baggage follows the lives of three teens in a small southern town during a 
long summer at an Unclaimed Baggage store. The Unclaimed Baggage store is 
where all unclaimed luggage from airports is donated and sold. Doris is different than 
her peers and her family. She is still reeling from the sudden death of her beloved 
Aunt Stella. Doris is the new manager at Unclaimed Baggage. She meets Nell, who 
has just recently moved to town and they become instant friends. Grant is struggling 
with an accident that leaves him off the football team and no memories of what 
happened. Together, the teens become friends through their work at Unclaimed 
Baggage. Their summer is filled with adventure, friendship, and romance. In addition 












When Elephants Fly by 
Nancy Richardson 
Fischer 
Lily Decker has been administering regular schizophrenia tests and avoiding anything 
that could potentially trigger schizophrenia. It’s in her genes, her mother tried to kill 
her when she was little, and she will do anything to stop the potential disease. Lily 
must stick to her twelve year plan of no stress, caffeine, alcohol, and love. She has 
taken on a newspaper internship in hopes of pursuing a career in journalism after she 
completes her twelve-year plan. During her internship, Lily is asked to cover the birth 
of a zoo elephant, Swift Jones. Her job was simple enough, until one day, Swift Jones 
is rejected by his mother. Together they embark on a journey that will test both of 












Meet the Sky by McCall 
Hoyle 
Sophie has taken the world on her shoulders since the departure of her father and her 
sister’s accident. Sophie helps take care of her family’s horse ranch, works for perfect 
grades, and helps care for her sister and mother. Until one day when a hurricane is 
off the coast of her hometown. On the way out of town, a series of misfortunes 
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storm with Finn, a boy who broke her heart years earlier. Finn is back in town after 
dealing with a tragedy of his own. With each of them weathering their own storms, 






The Chaos of Now by 
Erin Jade Lange 
Even though it has been a year, Eli is still haunted by the fiery suicide of his 
classmate, Jordan Bishop. Jordan committed suicide to end the bullying.. Ever since 
that day, Eli’s school has been cracking down on bullying. Students are not allowed to 
experience social media or share any negative or hurtful comments online without 
monitoring But Eli lives his life online through coding. Eli has been asked to join a 
coding competition with friends of Jordan. As part of the competition, they must find a 
way to break through the new social media security. But instead of finding a way to 











A Very Large Expanse of 
Sea by Tahereh Mafi 
Post 9/11 America has changed how the world sees the Muslim faith and Shirin, a 
sixteen-year-old girl caught in the middle. Shirin and her family are constantly moving 
in search of something better or to protect their family. At yet another high school, 
Shirin is gawked at because she chooses to wear her hijab. Other students ignore 
her, treat her like a terrorist, or give into the stereotypical view on Muslims. That is 
until Shirin meets Ocean James, who really sees who Shirin is and the beauty of her 
hijab. As Shirin and Ocean begin a harmless love affair, racism in a post 9/11 world 











Broken Things by Lauren 
Oliver 
Mia, Brynn, and Summer are three young teens obsessed with the book The Way into 
Lovelorn. This magical place has been a safe haven for the three girls until Summer 
turned up dead one day. Mia and Brynn are blamed for killing Summer and their lives 
were never the same again. On the fifth anniversary of her death, Mia and Brynn join 
forces to discover Summer’s killer. As they track the killer, they learn more about 










Words We Don’t Say by 
K.J. Reilly 
Joel is stuck doing his mandatory volunteer hours at the local soup kitchen. The soup 
kitchen serves the homeless including homeless veterans. Joel does not mind the 
hours because it gives him more time to spend with his crush Eli. After the loss of his 
friend Andy, Joel becomes antisocial and spends most of his time drafting text 
messages to send, but he never actually hits the send button. His life changes one 
day when he meets a veteran named Rooster at the soup kitchen. Together with Eli 











Sadie by Courtney 
Summers 
Sadie Hunter is haunted by the recent murder of her little sister, Mattie. Mattie is 
everything she lives for and without her sister, Sadie is left with nothing except anger 
and a taste of revenge. Determined, Sadie will do anything to track down Mattie’s 
killer even if it means risking her own life. Sadie runs away from home and is reported 
missing. As Sadie investigates, West McCray, a popular radio show host, is tracking 
Sadie. To West McCray, Sadie is just a missing girl, who ran away from home. But as 
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Table 2.  
School Uses and Common Core Connections 
 
Books Suggested Uses & Common Core State Standards(CCSS) 
What If It’s Us by Becky 










*Determine a theme or central idea of a text and analyze in detail its development over the course of the text, including 
how it emerges and is shaped and refined by specific details; provide an objective summary of the text. 
CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.9-10.3 
*Analyze how complex characters (e.g., those with multiple or conflicting motivations) develop over the course of a text, 
interact with other characters, and advance the plot or develop the theme. 
Grades 11-12 
CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.11-12.3 
*Analyze the impact of the author's choices regarding how to develop and relate elements of a story or drama (e.g., where 
a story is set, how the action is ordered, how the characters are introduced and developed). 
CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.11-12.5 
*Analyze how an author's choices concerning how to structure specific parts of a text (e.g., the choice of where to begin or 
end a story, the choice to provide a comedic or tragic resolution) contribute to its overall structure and meaning as well as 
its aesthetic impact. 
Swing by Kwame 












*Cite several pieces of textual evidence to support analysis of what the text says explicitly as well as inferences drawn 
from the text. 
CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.7.4 
*Determine the meaning of words and phrases as they are used in a text, including figurative and connotative meanings; 
analyze the impact of rhymes and other repetitions of sounds (e.g., alliteration) on a specific verse or stanza of a poem or 
section of a story or drama. 
CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.7.5 
*Analyze how a drama's or poem's form or structure (e.g., soliloquy, sonnet) contributes to its meaning 
CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.7.6 
*Analyze how an author develops and contrasts the points of view of different characters or narrators in a text. 











*Cite textual evidence to support analysis of what the text says explicitly as well as inferences drawn from the text. 
CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.6.2 
*Determine a theme or central idea of a text and how it is conveyed through particular details; provide a summary of the 
text distinct from personal opinions or judgments. 
CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.6.3 
*Describe how a particular story's or drama's plot unfolds in a series of episodes as well as how the characters respond or 
change as the plot moves toward a resolution. 
CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.6.5 
*Analyze how a particular sentence, chapter, scene, or stanza fits into the overall structure of a text and contributes to the 
development of the theme, setting, or plot. 
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*Cite the textual evidence that most strongly supports an analysis of what the text says explicitly as well as inferences 
drawn from the text. 
CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.8.2 
*Determine a theme or central idea of a text and analyze its development over the course of the text, including its 
relationship to the characters, setting, and plot; provide an objective summary of the text. 
CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.8.3 
*Analyze how particular lines of dialogue or incidents in a story or drama propel the action, reveal aspects of a character, 
or provoke a decision. 
CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.8.4 
*Determine the meaning of words and phrases as they are used in a text, including figurative and connotative meanings; 
analyze the impact of specific word choices on meaning and tone, including analogies or allusions to other texts. 











*Cite several pieces of textual evidence to support analysis of what the text says explicitly as well as inferences drawn 
from the text. 
CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.7.2 
*Determine a theme or central idea of a text and analyze its development over the course of the text; provide an objective 
summary of the text. 
CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.7.3 
*Analyze how particular elements of a story or drama interact (e.g., how setting shapes the characters or plot). 
CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.7.6 
*Analyze how an author develops and contrasts the points of view of different characters or narrators in a text. 
The Chaos of Now by 









*Cite the textual evidence that most strongly supports an analysis of what the text says explicitly as well as inferences 
drawn from the text. 
CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.8.2 
*Determine a theme or central idea of a text and analyze its development over the course of the text, including its 
relationship to the characters, setting, and plot; provide an objective summary of the text. 
CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.8.3 
*Analyze how particular lines of dialogue or incidents in a story or drama propel the action, reveal aspects of a character, 
or provoke a decision. 
CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.8.6 
*Analyze how differences in the points of view of the characters and the audience or reader (e.g., created through the use 
of dramatic irony) create such effects as suspense or humor. 
A Very Large Expanse 









*Determine a theme or central idea of a text and analyze in detail its development over the course of the text, including 
how it emerges and is shaped and refined by specific details; provide an objective summary of the text. 
CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.9-10.3 
*Analyze how complex characters (e.g., those with multiple or conflicting motivations) develop over the course of a text, 
interact with other characters, and advance the plot or develop the theme. 
Grades 11-12 
CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.11-12.3 
*Analyze the impact of the author's choices regarding how to develop and relate elements of a story or drama (e.g., where 
a story is set, how the action is ordered, how the characters are introduced and developed). 
CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.11-12.6 
*Analyze a case in which grasping a point of view requires distinguishing what is directly stated in a text from what is really 
meant (e.g., satire, sarcasm, irony, or understatement). 
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*Analyze how complex characters (e.g., those with multiple or conflicting motivations) develop over the course of a text, 
interact with other characters, and advance the plot or develop the theme. 
CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.9-10.5 
*Analyze how an author's choices concerning how to structure a text, order events within it (e.g., parallel plots), and 
manipulate time (e.g., pacing, flashbacks) create such effects as mystery, tension, or surprise. 
Grades 11-12 
CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.11-12.3 
*Analyze the impact of the author's choices regarding how to develop and relate elements of a story or drama (e.g., where 
a story is set, how the action is ordered, how the characters are introduced and developed). 
CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.11-12.5 
*Analyze how an author's choices concerning how to structure specific parts of a text (e.g., the choice of where to begin or 
end a story, the choice to provide a comedic or tragic resolution) contribute to its overall structure and meaning as well as 
its aesthetic impact. 











*Cite textual evidence to support analysis of what the text says explicitly as well as inferences drawn from the text. 
CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.6.2 
*Determine a theme or central idea of a text and how it is conveyed through particular details; provide a summary of the 
text distinct from personal opinions or judgments. 
CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.6.3 
*Describe how a particular story's or drama's plot unfolds in a series of episodes as well as how the characters respond or 
change as the plot moves toward a resolution. 
CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.6.6 
*Explain how an author develops the point of view of the narrator or speaker in a text. 










*Cite the textual evidence that most strongly supports an analysis of what the text says explicitly as well as inferences 
drawn from the text. 
CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.8.2 
*Determine a theme or central idea of a text and analyze its development over the course of the text, including its 
relationship to the characters, setting, and plot; provide an objective summary of the text. 
CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.8.3 
*Analyze how particular lines of dialogue or incidents in a story or drama propel the action, reveal aspects of a character, 
or provoke a decision. 
CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.8.6 
*Analyze how differences in the points of view of the characters and the audience or reader (e.g., created through the use 
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